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 Karl Marx spoke of social metabolism, the ‘“dynamic interchange between human beings 
and nature” of matter and energy’ and its role within capitalism. In essence, social metabolism 
speaks of the dependency of society on nature in order to produce the goods and commodities 
“needed” for the human race under capitalism. Sociologist John Bellamy Foster, using Marx’s 
social metabolism, coined the term ‘metabolic rift’ in which “the logic of capital accumulation 
inexorably creates a rift in the metabolism between society and nature, severing basic processes 
of natural reproduction.” Currently, a metabolic rift exists between nature and the American (and 
global) societal predominance of fossil fuel consuming automobiles, with an ecological crisis in 
our midst. One fifth of America’s global warming emissions come from personal vehicles, and 
30% comes from the transportation sector. The production of the automobile, the search for oil, 
and the development of the automobile infrastructure all have historical, societal, and 
environmental implications, overwhelmingly negative in nature.  The natural resources are 
limited that power these vehicles, and socially the over-use of these vehicles are harmful to our 
global natural health. Being that there is a scientific understanding that the burning of fossil fuels 
contributes overwhelmingly to human-led climate change, it can be concluded that the current 
use of gasoline consuming automobiles is unsustainable, past, present, and future.  
 While there are apparent problems with the automobile in its current predominant state, 
America would not be the same today without the automobile. State action, alongside private 
manufacturing and individual coerced consumption, allowed the automobile to flourish 
quantitatively and culturally. For example, America has 797 road motor vehicles per 1000 
persons while China has 205 motor vehicles per 1000 persons. This difference holds implications 
about what automobile use means in both countries and cultures, and how this difference is 
reflected in economic growth and social structuring, along with the health of the environment in 
each place. The world’s economy is based on fossil fuels and the sudden stoppage of 
consumption of these non-renewable resources would completely stop the global flow of goods, 
services, and currency we have come to know as normal. A total restructuring of the world’s 
political-economic system would have to be facilitated in order to prevent calamity from striking 
the world due to oil consumption for automobiles. 
